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On April 2, US Treasury Secretary Lloyd Bentsen asked the US Congress not to begin any
independent consideration of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) until the
President's economic stimulus package is complete. President Bill Clinton has said that he will not
seek formal ratification of NAFTA until negotiations on parallel agreements on the environment,
labor, and protection against import surges are completed. In an interview with the New York
Times, Bentsen said the request for a short-term delay is based on concern that opposition to
NAFTA by some members of Congress might affect the administration's economic package. "We
really have to concentrate on one thing at a time in terms of legislative effort," said Bentsen, who
at the same time reiterated his strong support for NAFTA. However, Bentsen emphasized that the
Clinton administration does not want to delay ratification of the treaty beyond 1993. He suggested
that the US should take advantage of President Carlos Salinas de Gortari's willingness to cooperate
on economic matters with the US to implement NAFTA, rather than risk having to work with a less
supportive Mexican president later. Salinas's term in office expires in 1994. Separately, on April 5
the US Congressional Budget Office (CBO) estimated that NAFTA would cost the US government
US$6 billion from loss of tariff revenue over the next 10 years if implemented as planned on Jan. 1,
1994. According to the CBO report, this cost does not take into account increased expenditures for
border clean-up, environmental and labor law enforcement or funds to assist displaced workers.
US Rep. Richard Gephardt (D-Missouri), who has been pushing for a 1% transaction tax on all
US commerce with Canada and Mexico, has asked governors of the states that border Mexico
Arizona, California, New Mexico and Texas to provide estimates of what they expect these costs to
be. According to the Journal of Commerce, once the cost estimates are released, US senators and
representatives who oppose new taxes and spending cuts are likely to begin expressing stronger
opposition to NAFTA. The US, Mexico and Canada held the latest round of negotiations on the
parallel accords in Mexico City on April 12-13. Earlier, on April 9, a top US trade official indicated
that the Clinton administration has agreed to Mexican and Canadian requests that any trilateral
commissions created to address environmental and labor matters be given an investigative role, but
no enforcement powers. However, the official said the US is studying ways to create an enforcement
mechanism for labor and environmental matters through the dispute review process. In the past, the
US has praised Mexico's strict environmental laws but criticized a lack of enforcement. To address
the situation, the US had suggested giving an environmental commission broad powers to enforce
anti- pollution laws. However, Mexico and Canada objected to this proposal as an infringement
on Mexico's sovereignty. (Sources: New York Times, 04/02/93; Reuter, 04/02/93, 04/07/93; Journal
of Commerce, 04/05/93; Agence France Presse, 04/09/93, 04/12/93; El Financiero International,
04/12/93;)
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